Stigma directed toward chronic illness is resistant to change through education and exposure.
In the mid-1980s, research reported that people living with HIV were viewed differently on measures of competence, dependence, morbidity, depression, and moral worth from those living with other chronic illnesses. 443 students were surveyed to evaluate present attitudes in comparison to this earlier research. The usefulness of imaginal exposure, i.e., imagining a loved one living with HIV, in reducing stigma toward people with HIV was also investigated. Analysis indicated no difference in the rating of AIDS and cancer patients on measures of competence, depression, and morbidity and patients with heart disease, the latter being rated significantly less competent and more depressed than AIDS or cancer patients. AIDS patients were rated significantly less dependent than cancer and heart disease patients. While these results suggest that stigma associated with an HIV/AIDS diagnosis, in general, may have decreased over the years, ratings of moral worth were still lower for AIDS patients than for patients with cancer and heart disease. Robustness of this specific aspect of stigma may be associated with sexual prejudice. Also, an imagined loved one who lives with HIV was rated significantly more favorably on all 5 composite scales than a generic person living with HIV, suggesting the usefulness of exposure as an intervention for attitude change. Limitations of the research are discussed.